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FEMINISM
Jill Mathews discusses some of 
the hard questions between 
marxism and feminism. She 
a r gue s  that  mar x i sm is 
patriarchal at its core. Marx, she 
says, analysed the masculine 
e c o n o m y  a n d  c a l l e d  i t  
universal .  She chal lenges  
modern concepts of women 
and work and Illustrates that it is 
not only housework which is 
i g n o r e d  b y  t he  l a b o u r  
movement but most of the work 
of women that earns income 
and produces commodities and 
services for sale. Her solution is 
a politics which puts women 
first.
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P U T T IN G  W O M EN  
FIRST
I want to  ta lk about a po litics that takes  w o m e n 's  e x p e rie n c e  as central: a po litics that sees women first; that works to create a space in 
w h ic h  w o m e n  a re  a u to n o m o u s  
shapers and creators o f our own 
meaning.
This po litics takes as its starting 
po in t the power relations in which 
women are engaged.
F u n d a m e n ta l ly ,  w o m e n  a re  
system atically contro lled, m anipu l­
ated and explo ited as women w ith in  a 
series of re lations from  which men as 
men benefit.
This system atic oppression of 
women is expressed and experienced 
in every dim ension of personal and 
social existence: econom ica lly  and 
ideo log ica lly, po litica lly , cu ltu ra lly , 
physically, sexually, psychically. Such 
system atic masculine sexism, or 
patriarchy, has created, over its 
history, a dual reality.
The w orld  that women inhabit, the 
reality tha t we experience, the tru ths 
tha t we know are d ifferent from  men's.
If we take fo r the m om ent the central 
m a t e r i a l i s t  p r o p o s i t i o n  t h a t  
consciousness is determ ined by 
m a t e r ia l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  th e  
recogn ition  that w om en's and men's 
m a t e r ia l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  a re  
fundam enta lly  d ifferent is o f crucia l 
im p o rta n c e  in d e v is in g  p o lit ic a l 
strategies fo r social change.
How d iffe ren t is d iffe ren t?  and how 
s ign ifican t is it? I d o n 't know. 
Feminism, or perhaps the set of 
fem inism s, are in flux  at the moment.
The process of deconstructing  the 
u n ive rse  back  to  its  m a scu lin e  
spec ific ity  has reached a stage where 
the enorm ity  of the task is being 
reassessed. We are becom ing aware, 
in a d iffe ren t way from  before, o f how 
to ta lly  the w orld  has been created in 
the social image o f man; how  to ta lly
reality has been perceived through 
m a s c u l in e  e y e s ; h o w  d e e p ly  
entrenched in m asculine sym bolism  is 
our very language, both in words and 
structure.
We are becom ing angry all over 
again.
We are not content to be s im ply The 
Other, m arginally attached to this 
Men's world.
So, what about marxism — as a tool, 
as an ally, in the struggle?
There is serious and g row ing doubt 
among various groups of fem in ists 
about whether marxism has anyth ing 
to o ffe r a po litics that takes women as 
central.
The reason fo r th is is not just its 
m anifest sexism at the level of 
ind ividual relations, o r social practice, 
o r  o r g a n is a t io n ,  o r  p o l i t i c a l  
programme. That level o f sexism 
certa in ly  exists, and is s low ly  being 
challenged and changed w ith in  at least 
some of the m arxist parties.
In no way am I in tend ing to impugn 
the good intentions o f many marxists, 
both women and men, in these 
struggles against sexism. But the real 
p ro b le m  is ra th e r m ore  d e e p ly  
embedded. Marxism, as a theory, is 
patriarchal.
This is not s im ply to call marxism 
sex-b lind, or gender-free, and it cannot 
be corrected sim p ly by adding 
w om en's oppression on to  the whole 
list o f other oppressions dealt w ith by 
marxists.
The solution is not s im p ly a m atter of 
equality of numbers, of a ffirm ative 
action, of getting more women into 
positions of power w ith in  the party, the 
union, the com m ittee — although 
these are crucia l reforms.
Marxism is patriarcnal a i its core, in 
its philosophica l assum ption and its 
ke y  c o n c e p ts . A lo n g  w ith  the  
capita lism  it opposes, and the whole
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history o f western social and politica l 
thought, Marxism puts man at the 
centre of its theory, and calls that man 
universal human.
This is the d irection  o f a grow ing 
fe m in is t  c r i t iq u e  o f m a rx is m . 
O bviously a com plex business, and 
fa irly  new, but strong. I don 't want to 
set myself up here as an Aunt Sally fo r 
p h ilo s o p h ic a l deba te  a b o u t the  
ep istem ology and on to logy of marxist 
theory. There are others who can 
argue that case much more cogently. I 
w ould recom mend an artic le  on 
m a rx ism  and fe m in is m  by M ia 
C am pioni and Liz Gross in the latest 
issue of Intervention. They present one 
o f th e  b e s t a n a ly s e s  o f  th e  
p h a l lo c e n t r is m  o f m a r x is m 's  
p h ilo s o p h ic a l a s s u m p tio n s  a b o u t 
Knowledge, Truth, Reason and Power, 
and the need fo r a genuine autonom y 
fo r w om en's theories and practices.
Instead of ta lk ing about po litics  at tha t level, I want instead to talk about about a few of the pha llocentric  
assum ptions involved in marxist 
analysis of everyday econom ics and 
politics.
Let's start w ith the patriarch himself. 
In the preface to Capital, Marx 
declared tha t 'here individuals are 
dealt w ith on ly in so far as they are the 
p e r s o n i f i c a t io n  o f e c o n o m ic  
categories, em bodim ents of particu lar 
class relations and class interests.' 
A lready, we are presented w ith a unity, 
a un iversa lity that pretends to have no 
sex.
He then goes on to analyse the inner 
dynam ics o f pure capita lism . This 
involves concentra ting  on those areas 
of p roduction  that were at the time 
most advanced in terms of cap ita lis t 
organisation, and to leave aside, fo r the 
sake of c la rity  of analysis, those areas 
of econom ic life that were not, or not
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The myth that women have only 
e n te red  the w orkforce in large  
numbers in the post war period is not 
borne out by the fact that women had 
always engaged in domestic capitalist 
labour such as private sale o f skills, 
home produce and lodgings, operation 
of small businesses, and outwork. 
yet, organised on such lines. Further, 
his focus on the po in t of production  
from the v iew poin t of capital excluded 
all o ther socia lly  necessary work that 
did not add d irectly  enough to cap ita l's  
extraction o f surp lus value. Thus, the 
whole area of consum ption and its 
integral relation to production is 
ignored. The work that is poorly  
organised by capita lism  at the local 
and dom estic levels is ignored. The 
uneven spread of the cap ita lis t 
marketplace th roughou t industria lised 
econom ies is ignored.
Even m ore  e x p lic it ly ,  fo r  the  
purposes o f analysis, Marx assumed 
that the 'average laborer' was the male 
head of household. He acknowledged 
the d ifference between the 'labour 
power of men and women, of adults 
and ch ild ren ' on ly to exclude from  
analysis all but the prime age male.
A consequence of this method of analysis was that the econom ic categories Marx used were those which tended best to  explain the class 
relations, exp lo ita tion  and interests of 
adult male w orkers in the com m anding 
heights of the industria l cap ita lis t 
econom y o f m id-nineteenth century 
Britain.
Apart from  everything else, th is form  
of analysis ignored the fact that 
c a p ita l is m  w as an in t r in s ic a l ly  
gendered system. The econom ic order 
then, as now, was a dual one.
The sexual d iv is ion of labour was an 
essential organising princ ip le  of 
capita lism , not a mere excrescence or 
afterthought.
M arx a n a lysed  the  m a scu lin e  
econom y and called it universal 
capita lism . Marxists ever since have 
maintained th is d is to rtion . The very 
w o rd s  th e y  use have a c q u ire d  
meanings that apply on ly to the 
masculine econom ic w orld, but are 
used as if they were gender-free 
universals.
N o t io n s  o f la b o r ,  o f  s k i l l ,  
p roductiv ity , w orkplace, unit, time, 
career, part-tim e, w ork ing  conditions, 
unem ploym ent, wages: all have a 
d iffe ren t meaning depending upon 
whether they assume the cock-eyed 
view that the m asculine econom y 
com prises the whole econom y, or 
whether they accom m odate the fu lly - 
gendered, dual nature o f that whole.
Examples of such d is to rtions are 
abundant, but a few w ill indicate the 
cen tra lity  o f masculine experience.
The notion of w ork does not 
com m only accom m odate dom estic 
housework, childcare, o r shopping: 
th a t o f the  so c ia l re la tio n s  o f 
p roduction  does not encompass 
sexual harassment; that of career does 
not take account of the rearing of 
ch ildren; that o f the fam ily wage 
ignores the existence of women 
supporting dependents.
We know very little  at all about the 
h is to ry o r experience of fem ales' 
econom ic life because the categories 
used in the m asculine econom y are 
wrong fo r the fem inine.
Such masculine econom ic language 
sym bo lica lly  organises a patriarchal 
rea lity...the ir hero of marxism is the 
worker.
This w orker was ideally a male 
artisan. He learnt a specific  trade as an 
apprentice, acquiring over tim e a
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defin ite  and definable skill, which he 
sold th roughou t his lifetim e to capital.
He entered a career at an early age, 
and remained w ith in it steadfastly until 
death or retirement.
A ll the critica l terms of th is model are 
male. Apprenticeships, by and large, 
were denied to girls. Skill, we have 
come to understand, is a description of 
what men do, whereas women doing 
the same w ork tend to be described as 
unskilled.
Women are denied a lifetim e car­eer because of the ideological assum ption that marriage must 
remove them, at least fo r a time, from 
the waged w orkforce.
This meaning of w orker not only 
determ ines the meaning of work. It 
also establishes the criteria  by which 
both w ork ing  class mem bership and 
trade union m em bership are assessed.
E c o n o m ic a lly ,  p o l i t ic a l ly  and  
ideo log ica lly , the male artisan has 
been used as the measure of work and 
of the w ork ing  class, leaving out, by 
de fin ition , unskilled men, especially 
those whose work lives are constantly 
in terrupted by unem ploym ent and who 
pick up work when and where they can. 
These men, and the casual poor, make 
u p  a la r g e  s e c t io n  o f  th a t  
anathem atised group, the lum pen- 
p ro letaria t. The artisan defin ition  also 
excludes e thn ic and race outsiders. 
Most im portan tly , it excludes women,
especially married or fam ilied women.
The heroic w orker o f socia list 
Australian history is anti-wom an, an ti­
homosexual, and racist because these 
attitudes were sym bolic of the material 
circum stances of his work. The cu lture 
o f these heroic workers was ockerism , 
centring around so lidarity, drinking, 
mateship and exclusion. Their po litica l 
cu ltu re  demanded the dom estication 
and subordination o f women, and 
expressed itself in patriarchalism  of 
leadership, h ierarchy and authority. 
They were certa in ly valiant fighters 
against capitalism , but on ly as it 
affected the ir specific, sectional, 
m asculine interests.
This de fin ition  of the w orking class 
and its model w orker has become 
increasing ly anachronistic. Because of 
changes in the organisation of 
capita lism , the hegemony of the male 
manual w orker w ith in  the w orking 
class has declined, being replaced by a 
more diverse group of service and 
technical workers.
T he po litics of marxist and o ther left groups, the trade unions, and the L a b o r P arty , have begun  to acknow ledge these changes and to 
accom m odate and adapt to the 
demands and interests of the new ly 
visib le workers.
Because many of these workers in 
technical and service industries are 
women, there is an appearance of
fem inisation of the po litica l process.
This fem inisation is, however, on ly a 
lim ited acceptance o f women in to  the 
masculine w orld, on m asculine terms. 
T h e  p h a l lo c e n t r ic ,  m a s c u l in is t  
assumptions remain in place.
W hat has really changed fo r women 
and our experience of subord ination? 
W hat has changed in ou rexpe rienceo f 
work?
By and large, wom en's w ork has only 
been acknowledged if we are visib le in 
the masculine econom y, and even 
then, the only part of ou r work that 
counts is that d irectly  organised in 
masculine cap ita lis t forms.
Trade unions, which exist to  protect 
and further the interests of w orking 
people have only chosen to defend 
masculine work. Socia list and m arxist 
parties that have proclaim ed w orking 
people to be the agents of change and 
overthrow  of capita lism  have only 
co n ce rn e d  th e m se lve s  w ith  th a t 
masculine class of workers in the 
com m anding heights of capita lism , 
th row ing occasionally, a token glance 
at w o rk in g  c la s s  fa m il ie s ,  as 
appendages.
Now, you all know the story about how women, over the last th irty  years, have begun adhering to Engels' in junction  to free ourselves by 
engaging in waged work. The story 
about how, until the 1950s, women 
com prised about 20% of the Australian
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w orkforce, and how only about 6% of 
married women were at work.
Then, in the post-war boom, women 
began popping out of the woodwork. 
By 1980, the percentage of women in 
the w orkforce  had alm ost doubled, to 
about 37%, w hile  60% of married 
w o m e n  w e re  o u t th e re . As a 
consequence, several times removed, 
we have more women in trade unions, 
more women voting fo r the ALP, and 
new demands by w orking women fo r 
equal pay, no d iscrim ination , and 
childcare.
This story is a load o f patriarchal 
bullsh it. It denies our h istorica l work 
experience and our oppression. It 
denies our work.
I 'm  n o t ta lk in g  h e re  a b o u t 
housework, vita l though tha t is. I'm 
ta lk ing about the denial of the work 
of women that earned income, that 
produced com m odities and services 
fo r sale in the cap ita lis t marketplace.
T hroughou t the 19th century and 
well in to the 20th, married women were 
extensively involved in an inform al, or 
dom estic, cap ita lis t econom y, the 
dim ensions o f w hich are im possible to 
know because the tools of masculine 
econom ic analysis were not directed 
towards it, regardless of whether those 
too ls were w ielded by census or tax 
officers, or labour inspectors, o r trade 
un ionists o r marxists.
Much of the w ork of th is  econom y 
was based in and around the home. 
Married women, o r rather fam ilied 
women moved at times out of the ir 
own homes and into others, o r into 
more m asculine workplaces fo r short 
periods o f time, where they undertook 
the same or s im ila r w ork to  that which 
they did in the home.
A lte rn a t iv e ly ,  fa m il ie d  w o m e n  
brought in to the ir homes paid work. In 
all instances, the crucia l determ inant 
was com pa tib ility  w ith the ir fam ily 
dom estic w ork in terms of time, space, 
m ovem ent and skills. Or, rather, the 
determ inant was that of an integral f it 
b e tw e e n  f in a n c ia l ,  e m o t io n a l,  
ideo log ica l and material necessities 
and possib ilities. A ll o f th is work was 
outside the restrictions, protections, 
surveillance and organisation of 
masculine cap ita lis t work.
There were at least five types of th is 
dom estic cap ita lis t labour:
• Private sales of skills. Familied 
women sold the ir dom estica lly skilled 
labour power to  other household units. 
(Laundry, iron ing , cooking, cleaning, 
ch ildm ind ing , casual p rostitu tion).
• Private sale of home produce/ 
commodities. F a m ilie d  w o m e n  
produced goods fo r the ir own fam ilies' 
use, and sold the surplus, o r produced 
extra de liberate ly fo r sale.
• Provision of lodgings, board, bed 
and breakfast. Familied women sold 
the services and fam ilia l com forts of
the home to  strangers.
• Operation of a small business from
w ith in  o r near the home (Corner shops, 
dressm aking, m usic teaching).
• Outwork. This form  of dom estic 
cap ita lis t w ork was the closest to the 
form s o f the m asculine econom y. It 
gained the attention of trade unions 
and socialists, bu t they were more 
concerned w ith sweating's conseq­
uences fo r fac tory  workers than w ith 
the econom ic survival of women 
w orking at home.
All th is  dom estic capita lis t w ork has 
been as much as ignored by m arxists 
as by masculine ru ling class apologists 
when looking at the developm ent and 
grow th o f capita lism  in Australia.
(As an aside, I m ight point ou t that 
even at the s tr ic tly  waged level o f the 
econom y th roughou t the 18th century, 
women have been ignored if they 
worked around the home. The female 
counterpart of the heroic male artisan 
was the dom estic servant...Where does 
she fit  in m arxist econom ic theory?)
T hat was the past. What about now? Female dom estic cap ita lis t work still continues. Familied women 
have kept on do ing the same work as 
before, but now it has become visible. 
The cap ita lis t m arketplace and its 
form s of organisation have diversified.
This new v is ib ility  to masculine 
analysts, not a new reality, is the 
source o f the apparently revolutionary 
move of married women in to  the 
w orkforce  involving:
• Sale of skills. Private sale amongst 
neighbors has become mediated 
th ro u g h  se rv ice  co m p a n ie s  and 
g o v e rn m e n t a g e n c ie s . F a m ilie d  
women now do the same work part- 
t im e  in la u n d ro m a ts , c le a n in g  
companies, home help services, fam ily 
day-care and massage parlours.
• Sale of commodities. Local sale of 
home products has become organised 
b y  c a p i t a l is t  c o m p a n ie s  in to  
d is tribu tion  networks fo r com m ercial 
c o m  m o d  i t  ie s . .. ( H o i id a y  M a g ic  
cosm etics, Tupperware) and home 
products have been transform ed into 
luxury, handmade cra ft com m odities).
• Board and lodging probably has 
declined absolute ly, but still exists as a 
form  o f cheap accom m odation, and is 
a grow ing aspect o f the tou ris t trade.
• Small business. The registration of 
home com panies is at a peak. Many of 
them now service specialised needs of 
c o m p a n ie s ,  h o u s e h o ld s  a n d  
individuals.
• Outwork. There is no reliable 
quantita tive in form ation, but some 
analysts believe tha t the num ber of 
outw orkers is increasing as more 
em ployers try  to cu t costs in tim e of 
depression. As well as in the trad itiona l 
area of the c lo th ing  trade, ou tw ork is 
progressively an im portant process in
packaging and ligh t assembly work, 
and especially in c lerica l work.
All o f th is new-old work is s till 
o r g a n is e d  a r o u n d  th e  s a m e  
determ inant as in the past — the 
com pa tib ility  of the tw o spheres of 
work, and the needs of existence, daily, 
and over the life -cycle . A lthough 
women have entered the m asculine 
econom y, our experience of it, our 
consciousness o f it remains d iffe ren t 
from  men's.
W omen's work in the masculine 
econom y is predom inantly on a part- 
tim e basis. From 1965 to 1980, the 
num ber of female part-tim e workers 
increased from  289,000 to 814,000, 
more than a th ird  of all women 
workers, and over three quarters of 
these are married.
P
a tr ia r c h a l th e o ry , in c lu d in g  
marxism, is try ing  to come to 
terms w ith th is new v is ib ility  of 
w om en's work. Patriarchal le ft po litics 
is try ing  to come to terms w ith new 
cap ita lis t processes. Processes, at 
least, that are new fo r men, who are 
in c re a s in g ly  b e in g  d ra w n  in to  
previously female work patterns: part- 
t im e  w o rk , o u tw o rk ,  d o m e s t ic  
cap ita lis t work, period ic unem ploy­
ment, de- and re-skilling, parental 
breaks in career.
Such attempts to come to terms w ith 
a changing econom y are still, however, 
being conducted from w ith in  a vision 
that takes men as the measure.
Patriarchal theory is attem pting to 
appropria te  wom en's know ledge and 
experience and turn it to  male 
advantage, then to  claim  that we are all 
benefitting. We are being wooed: we 
must not become subordinate wives.
As women, we can and must try  to 
in fluence patriarchal m arxist theory. 
We m ust retain our own m eanings and 
experiences, our own difference, our 
autonom y. We are stronger than they, 
or we th ink. O ur s truggle  is to 
determ ine ou r own issues; to transform  
ourselves and the w orld from  the basis 
o f ou r own experience and reality — 
not jus t relative to the boy.
We must fig h t a po litics  that 
appropriates our lives and turns us in to 
tha t universal w hich is m asculine. O nly 
a po litics  that puts women firs t is of any 
use to  us.
J ill M athew s teaches history. She  
has taught at A N U  and  will soon  
take up an  ap po in tm en t at the 
U niversity  o f W ollongong.
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